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Program Notes
UM PROFESSOR STUDIES BUDDHISM, INDIA'S CASTE SYSTEM
MISSOULA Millions of people previously thought of as untouchables in India have reasserted their
Buddhist identity over the past several decades as a way of reclaiming their positions in society,
says Alan Sponberg, a professor of Asian religion at The University of Montana—Missoula.
The caste system in India created millions of untouchables-people at the bottom of the
country’s social and economic structure. In 1949, the system was constitutionally prohibited,
largely because of the efforts of one man, B.R. Ambedkar.
"Ambedkar was a peculiar combination of Thomas Jefferson and Malcolm X, as
implausible and.as unimaginable as that may seem,” Sponberg said.
Bom an outcaste, Ambedkar was a political and social reformer who sought more than a
legal end to the notion o f untouchability.
Sponberg discusses Ambedkar’s belief that people became untouchables because they were
originally Buddhists, and as Buddhism died out in India, they had no place in the Hindu caste
system. Ambedkar believed the solution to the problem was for the untouchables to reaffirm their
Buddhist identity.
Imagine That! is produced as a joint venture between The University of Montana—Missoula
and Montana State University—Bozeman. Sponberg’s program airs Sunday, Nov. 26, at 9 p.m. on
KUFM/KGPR. The program also airs Monday, Nov. 27, at 7:33 a.m. on KEMC and at 6:28
p.m. on KGLT. For more information, call Rita Munzenrider at UM, (406) 243-4824, or Annette
Trinity-Stevens at MSU, (406) 994-5607.
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